
Evaluating Teacher Leadership

Case Study: Math and Science Leadership Academy (MSLA)
MSLA is a teacher led school in Denver. Because there is no principal or other administrator, there is no one 
person serving as the supervisor for all teachers in the building. The role of Lead Teachers is to serve more a 
coordinating role to ensure that the work teachers do and decisions they make in various leadership teams 
align to the strategies and goals of the school. MSLA is also very invested in collaborative work. Moreover, 
because the roles of the teacher leaders who comprise the MSLA staff are very different from the average 
teacher’s role, peer review systems ensure that those educators are evaluated by and receive feedback from 
those who fully understand their roles and demands: peers.

Therefore, the entire teaching staff engages in a peer observation and feedback process that is designed to 
provide formative supports to all educators in improving their instructional practice, as well as to positively 
impact student learning. The results of the observations throughout the year are also used for summative 
annual evaluations.

The basics of the plan
It took a significant amount of time to work through the logistical challenges of implementation of a peer 
observation, feedback, and evaluation process that blended professional learning with a higher-stakes 
evaluation. Ultimately, the school developed a system that has minimal disruptions to classrooms and little 
financial impact. The school was required to use its district’s rubric to keep teaching evaluations consistent 
across all district schools. However, MSLA received a waiver to implement peer review as a formative and 
summative measure, in alignment with the school’s philosophy of “open door” classrooms, teacher 
leadership, and collective responsibility for the quality of teaching and learning in the building.

Here are the fundamental elements of the plan:

Peer observation teams. All teachers are on a team of three practitioners who all observe one another 
within a two-day period. Teachers have the opportunity to identify two teachers that they would like to 
have on their team. The school’s Lead Teacher makes the final decision about team composition and 
tries to pair teachers with strengths with teachers who have a need in that area. The previous year’s 
evaluation results are taken into consideration during team selection to balance levels of expertise and 
experience within and across teams. Whenever possible, a National Board Certified Teacher is placed 
on each team as an informal “model teacher,” knowing that their verified instructional expertise will 
serve to strengthen their colleagues’ practice.
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Self-directed process for professional goals and growth. MSLA uses the Denver Public Schools’ 
rubric, which is a modified version of the Danielson framework. Each teacher identifies an indicator on 
the teacher evaluation rubric on which to focus during the year. The school also selects an area of focus 
from the rubric that all educators will work to improve together throughout the year. Observations are 
primarily centered around the individual and school areas of focus, though a teacher may request that 
their team observe and give feedback on a more immediate problem of practice, if needed.
Pre-conferences. During the staff meeting prior to observations, the teams meet to review the evalua-
tion rubric and identify areas of strength and challenge. Each teacher identifies what they want their 
team to observe and provide feedback on and shares any particular struggles or challenges on which 
they’d like support from their team. 
Finding efficiencies. Because team members’ observations are clustered in two-day windows, every-
one’s pre-conference can be done at once rather than requiring separate meeting times for each 
teacher in the building. Two substitute teachers are hired for two days to cover all evaluations in the 
school; a schedule is posted in the teacher work room and teachers sign up for class coverage during 
appropriate times. Clustering the schedules therefore saves scheduling hassles, time for pre- and post-
conferences, and money for substitutes. MSLA uses those savings to offer observations much more 
frequently than in other schools.
Frequency. Observations occur every six to eight weeks. This schedule ensures that no one observa-
tion is weighted too heavily, follows research-based best practices for reliable and accurate evaluation, 
and helps to make clear that peer review is as much about ongoing feedback for improvement as for 
stakes. 
Post-conferences. During the staff meeting immediately following observations, the teams meet to de-
brief the observations and provide feedback to the teachers on their team. Feedback is focused on the 
observed evidence that aligns with what is on the teacher evaluation rubric. Teachers also discuss 
strategies in areas of challenge.
Summative evaluations. Each teacher submits evidence of effectiveness and notes to the Lead 
Teacher. These documents are used to inform a teacher’s final evaluation ratings. The Lead Teacher 
also conducts her own observation and feedback sessions that contribute to final evaluation ratings. 
Other factors that may be considered include contributions that each teacher makes to the school via 
leadership teams and growth as a leader beyond the classroom. 
Waivers. It was necessary to secure a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the district and 
local teacher association that addressed the principal’s role in teacher evaluation. Also, because the 
process is an exception from bargained policies on evaluation, each teacher is asked to sign a waiver 
at the beginning of each school year indicating that they understand that they will not be evaluated by a 
principal but rather by peers. To date, no one has refused to sign the waiver or demand that they be 
evaluated by a principal instead. In fact, teachers warmly embraced the opportunity to be evaluated by 
their peers.

Challenges and possible solutions
Teachers are frequently unaccustomed to observing one another and providing feedback, let alone evaluating 
one another. As a result, there are several challenges associated with implementing such a process. Here are 
some of the major challenges that were encountered at MSLA and ideas for how to address those 
challenges.
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Challenge Description Possible Solution

“Culture of nice” Many teachers are eager to 
provide positive feedback to their 
peers and reticent to identify areas 
of struggle.

Relationships matter and the level of trust 
within the school will determine the degree 
to which teachers will be willing to engage 
in difficult conversations. Creating a climate 
of trust and continuous improvement can 
support teachers’ willingness to get 
beyond “nice.”

Honest feedback Teachers involved in this process 
need to be able to have candid 
conversations about what is going 
well and what is not.

Provide training and support for teachers 
to know how to engage in critical 
conversations. Some possibilities include 
Cognitive Coaching (Costa and Garmston) 
and Compelling Conversations (Piercy).

Inter-rater reliability Teachers are not accustomed to 
observing one another teach and 
comparing what they observe 
against a rubric. They are definitely 
not accustomed looking for 
evidence and then using that to 
score their colleagues.

Whether teachers will be scoring each 
other based on their observations, they 
should still have the opportunity to work 
together as a staff to determine what 
evidence of effective teaching looks like. 
This could be accomplished by the staff 
sitting together and scoring videos 
together in order to calibrate their 
expectations.

Under-performing 
teachers

There will likely be instances when 
a teacher is not performing well 
and is not responding to the 
feedback being given by his or her 
team.

Create a clear process whereby those 
teachers who may be heading toward 
remediation or dismissal receive additional 
supports, while simultaneously entering a 
more formal process. In this situation at 
MSLA, the Lead Teacher transitioned into 
the “official” role of principal and carried 
out the district remediation and dismissal 
process.

Designing Your Evaluation System
1. What district policies and contractual requirements exist concerning teacher observation, feedback and 

evaluation? Compare these policies, rubrics, etc. to the position descriptions you’ve created for teacher 
leaders. Which elements of the standard process are relevant? What may need to be added or removed 
to keep the process useful but streamlined? How might you address or change anything that may hinder 
implementation through district waivers, MOUs with the association, etc.?

2. To the extent that teacher leaders will evaluate other regular classroom teachers, or that teacher leaders 
will provide feedback to one another, what is the level of trust among the educators? To what degree are 
they willing and prepared to provide honest feedback to one another? What training might be needed to 
support teachers’ ability to provide feedback that results in improvement?

3. How well do prospective teacher leaders understand the present evaluation process, and how big a shift 
are you proposing for new processes that apply to them? Those shifts call for additional time for 
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http://www.amazon.com/Cognitive-Coaching-Foundation-Renaissance-Schools/dp/192902441X/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1386308581&sr=8-1&keywords=cognitive+coaching
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conferences and discussions to give YOU feedback on how well the new process works. How will you 
create the time and space for teacher leaders to meet before and after the observation process? 

4. Remember that evaluation is as much about professional growth as it is about professional assessment, 
and design accordingly. How will you provide coverage for teacher leaders to be able to observe one 
another teaching and leading so that they can learn from one another?

5. How might you construct your peer teams? Use the chart below to begin thinking about how you might 
form teams.

a. Who are your expert teachers and what are they experts in? How do you know? Whom might you be 
overlooking (“quiet” leaders)?

b. Who are the teachers who could use support in the areas in which you have experts?

c. To what degree will teachers be able to choose the teachers on their team?

Evaluation Domains * Strong Teachers Teachers Needing Support

Planning and Preparation

Classroom Environment

Instruction

Professional Leadership 
Responsibilities

* From the Danielson Framework for Teaching

* Substitute the domains from your evaluation rubric if appropriate
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